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May 8 , 1972 . 

THE PRESIDENT'S FILE 
WILLIAM SAFIRE 


Briefing of Bipartisan Leaders - Monday, May 8, 1972, 8 p. m. 

Present : Albert, Boggs, Scott, Maillard, Morgan, Fulbright, 
Mansfield, Griffin, Stennis, Arends, Aiken, Laird, Rogers, 
Moorer, MacGregor, Haig, Timmons, Mahon, Safire and others. 


The President entered the Roosevelt Room, cordially greeted a 
few of the Senators, hoped Mike Mansfield, recently returned 
from China, was "not too tired -- I know how it is. You don't 
know when to go to the bathroom or when to get up. " 

The President, before he began, asked the leaders to mention to 
Margaret Chase Smith that we had tried to get her here, but she 
was unavailable. 

"Let me come directly to the point and tell you of a decision I have 
had to make. You can support it only if you know the options. After 
I indicate the reasons for my decisions, I'll call on Admiral Moorer 
and Mel Laird to brief and then Bill Rogers to follow that. I will leave, 
but any questions you want to ask me , ask them and I'll stand by 
their answers. We were all in a three -hour meeting together this 
morning. 

"First, a word about where we are since April 26. It seems a long 
time ago. The North Vietnamese offensive has moved on. The South 
Vietnamese soldiers continue to fight bravely in some places, not so 
in others. However, the North Vietnamese offensive still has a 
considerable amount of potency. If it continues, and if South Vietnam 
can't contain it, then not only will we have the immediate problem of 
Hue, which is a symbolic place, but the North Vietnamese will have 
achieved their bigger objective of causing the acceptance of a defeated 
psychology. That is a danger we must weigh. 
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"The second point has to do with 700, 000 refugees. Twenty thousand 
civilian casualties have occurred in cities shelled by the North Viet- 
namese. It has been a brutal assault on the civilian population. No 
American ground forces are involved. 

"On the negotiating front, you know about the two public sessions. 
There has .also been a private session. On kiay 2, Dr. Kissinger went 
"to -Ps^is and met with Le Due Tho for an extended private meeting. 

Also in four days in Moscow, Vietnam was not only discussed by the 
Soviet leaders, they urged us to go back to the conference table, 
leading us to believe they would play a constructive role. Whether 
they did or not is unknown. But the results are clear. The North 
Vietnamese had the most insulting, intransigent attitude in five years 
of negotiation. Dr. Kissinger offered all the old proposals and some 
new ones, and they were rejected. It is quite obvious that North Viet- 
nam, with their initial successes on the battlefield, are taking a harder 
line than ever. We have offered everything and more and have been 
turned down flat. 

"Now we come to a value judgment and one I have to make: If the 
offensive continues at the present pace, there is substantial danger 
that South Vietnam would not be able to resist, which would endanger 
the lives of 69, 000 US soldiers, particulary 10, 000 in the Eye Corps 
area. 


"To protect them, to prevent the success of aggression, to secure 
the release of our POWs, here are the options: One, we could con- 
tinue to do what we are doing; when you don't make decisions, you don't 
get blamed. But the situation could worsen. 

"Two, another way is to withdraw. There is substantial opinion for 
that. But an acceptance of defeat on those terms would be unacceptable; 
it would encourage aggression. What the North Vietnamese insist 
upon is that we get out and impose a Communist government. They 
insist that Thieu must go. I do not accept this. 

"Three, the negotiation track we will continue to pursue. The 
Russians and the North Vietnamese are aware of this, and they can 
choose to use it. 


"We have to do something to affect the situation, based on denying the 
weapons of war to those who would use them for aggression. That is why 
all harbors will be mined. All countries who have ships in them have 
been informed. Our military forces will have instructions to cut off 
supplies to the enemy in every way. In any event we will use both 
mining and the interdiction of sup r 1 ''"" ■- 1 of art and 
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M Our air strikes in North Vietnam will be directed primarily to the 
three railroads that lead to Vietnam. 

"We have made a new offer on the peace side. I am indicating that 
we will continue this interdiction by sea and rail until the enemy 
releases our POWs and agrees to a cease-fire. Then all Americans 
will be out by four months. 

n This is very strong medicine. It was a very difficult decision for 
me to make. I know it will be very difficult to support. But just to 
let this offensive go on is too great a risk. The negotiation path has 
been closed to us. 

M This action is directed not at the destruction of the North, but at the 
cutting off of supplies. This is the cleanest, best, most direct way 
of ending the war. 

* 

M If you can give me your support, I would appreciate it. If you cannot, 

I will understand. 11 

The President got up to leave and Admiral Moorer rose at the other end 
of the table and with his aide began setting up the maps. 

Mike Mansfield, who. was sitting near the President and who looked 
unusually pale, handed the President a manila envelop on the way out 
which was his written report on China. 

After the Presidents departure. Admiral Moorer gave the details of 
the mining operation and was sharply questioned by Senators Mansfield 
and Fulbright. Both Secretary Laird and Secretary Rogers assisted in 
responding to these questions. At five minutes to nine, the briefing 
ended, and the leaders went downstairs to the White House Mess to 
watch the President's address. 
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